Barber Chirurgion in 1721. During the eighteenth century membership of the company ceased to be obligatory upon surgeons practising in York. Thus Francis Drake, the author of Eboracum and surgeon to the County Hospital, who was the City Surgeon" until dismissed on his refusal to take the oath of fealty to the Government in 1745,-does not appear to have received his freedom, or to have been a member of the Company. This also applies to Dr. John Burton, the author of M1onasticon Eboracense, and prototype of Laurence Sterne's " Dr. Slop " in Tristram Shandy, who practised for many years in York as man-midwife and physician.
[1jMarch 7, 1928.] A Medical Adventurer. Biographical Note on Sir James Wylie, Bart., M.D., 1758 to 1854.
By ROBERT HUTCHISON, M.D., F.R.C.P.
UNTIL well on in the nineteenth century there was almost no organized profession of medicine in Russia. Treatment amQngst the lower orders was still largely in the hands of the clergy, whilst for the court and nobility medical talent was derived from abroad. Many of the imported doctors were Scots,' driven by the poverty of their country and the spirit of adventure to seek their living abroad. Of these "doctors of fortune" James Wylie was a conspicuous example.2
He was born in Kincardine in 1768 of humble parentage, studied medicine at Edinburgh, and afterwards at Aberdeen, taking the degree of M.D. there in 1794. Soon after he entered the Russian Medical Service. About this time the Tzar Paul had ennobled one of his lower attendants. Wylie was fortunate enough to treat this Count Kutaisoff successfully for an abscess in the throat, which he incised, after several Court doctors had failed to cure him. He was at once raised by the Tzar to the position of Court Physician.
Other cases, equally fortunate for Wylie, occurred soon afterwards, so that, as Lyall says, he might in truth be regarded " as having risen upon the ignorance or stupidity of his contemporaries." His position, however, remained very insecure, for his good fortune caused much jealousy.
Paul was assassinated in 1801. He was attacked in his room in the palace by four or five officers. After a desperate struggle he was stunned by a blow on the head from the butt end of a pistol and finally strangled with a scarf. Wylie embalmed the body of the Emperor, and D. de Joyneville tells us that he signed a certificate that he died from the effects of apoplexy. He adds that " Dr. Wylie also thought that, allowing for the injuries caused by the mode of death, the state of the brain rendered it highly probable that the Emperor would soon have died of apoplexy"! Wylie became a, favourite of Paul's successor Alexander, and accompanied him on all his travels. He was present with him at th6battle of Borodino and performed 200 operations on the field. EHe also witnessed with the Tzar the scenes at Wilna in 1812. During the retreat from Moscow he became possessed of a bit of loot in the shape of a pair of pistols, still in possession of my family, and which, according to a family tradition, were taken from Napoleon's carriage. At Dresden, in 1813, he amputated Moreau's legs, which were shattered by a cannon shot as he was talking to the Tzar.
Wylie accompanied Tzar Alexander in his last journey to the Crimea. There his biographer, Dr. Robert Lee, who was in the service of Count Woronzow, met him. During the journey Alexander appears to have contracted the malaria, which led to his death in the following year (1825). Wylie, along with other physicians, attended him in his last illness, but Alexander declined to take any of their prescriptions. After his death the physicians were accused of mismanaging the case. Lee handsomely exonerates Wylie from all blame. "I enjoyed," he writes, " the best opportunities in the Crimea of observing the devoted attachment of Sir James Wylie to the Emperor Alexander, whom he had accompanied on all his campaigns, and I conscientiously believe that on this trying occasion Sir James discharged his arduous professional duties in a manner worthy of his high reputation."
Alexander was succeeded by Nicholas, but Wylie kept his place and became as much a favourite with the new Emperor as with Alexander, attending him everywhere. He continued in the full sunshine of royal favour and worldly prosperity until his death, which took place in St. Petersburg in 1854 at the age of 86.
A few words as to his character and ability. Lyall, who wrote during his lifetime, says that he " is one of the most notorious and powerful individuals in Russia.... With not very brilliant medical talents, with but very moderate scientific acquirements and with much singularity and little refinement of manners, Sir James Wylie has risen from the most obscure parentage to be the first medical person in the Russian Empire." Of Wylie's medical knowledge there are no grounds on which to form an estimate. He wrote a few medical papers, some in Russian and some in French, chiefly on yellow fever and plague. With the assistance of a number of professors he composed a pharmacopmia of which Lyall remarks that it "has its uses in Russia, though a work of little ingenuity or merit, and unfortunately the knight in his ardour for the adoption of new names has composed some almost the width of a page, than which nothing can be more ridiculous." Another instance of this "ardour " seems to have been his invention of the curious term " cardiopalmus" to denote palpitation of the heart and great vessels, so common in the Russian army.
Lee thought that Wylie had leanings to homaeopathy, but apparently on no stronger grounds than that at a social discussion he shrewdly said that " Hahnemann with his minute doses cured as many patients as regular physicians did by their great ones, because he at the same time enjoined a rigorous diet." Lyall says that he was reckoned a good surgeon and an expert lithotomist. He had ample surgical experience in the field. He was certainly a capable administrator. As early as 1800 he took a foremost part in founding the Medico-Chirurgical Academy at St. Petersburg and in 1812 he was made Director of the Medical Department of the Ministry of War. Lyall admits that in this capacity he was " most assiduous in his duties and introduced numerous improvements into surgical practice and reorganized the military hospitals." Lefevre writes that: " It is to Sir James Wylie that Russia is indebted for the organization of her medical schools, both civil and military. ... The common soldier has to thank him for such care and protection as his predecessor in arms demanded in vain and the army in general has to thank him for a real and effective instead of an inefficient staff." Wylie was eccentric, and possibly a little conceited. Lyall says: "He has acquired much importance in affairs not belonging to his department. Princes, Generals, and Officers of all ranks are daily seen at his levees, some of whom he treats as if they we're quite his dependants. But as he has obtained a character for oddity and drollery . . . every liberty is excused. He lives in the Imperial Palace in the most niggardly manner and seldom or never pays for a dinner. If obliged to remain at* home, soldier-like he makes his repast on black-bread and salt. But in general he goes, without invitation, to some acquaintance either in the Palace or the City and dines en famille agreeably to the custom of the country. ' Wylie received many honours. He was knighted in 1814 by the Prince Regent, some say on board a Russian warship off Portsmouth; others on Ascot Heath. In view of the Prince Regent's habits the latter seems the more likely. The sword of the Cossack leader Platof is said to have been used on the occasion. In the same year he was made a Baronet of the United Kingdom by special request of the Tzar. In Russia he was not only Body Surgeon and Physician to the Tzar, Chief of the Military Medical Department and President of the Mledico-Chirurgical Academy, but held the office of Privy Councillor and the Russian Orders of St. Wladimir, St. Alexander Newsky, and St. Anne, as well as the foreign decorations of Legion of Honour, the Red Eagle of Prussia, the Crown of Wiirtemburg and the Leopold of Austria. He is shown wearing the insignia of some of these orders in this portrait, which is a replica of one in the possession of my family. He was also elected a member of almost all the learned societies in Russia, as well as of some in Great Britain and upon the Continent.
Although he did not undertake private practice. Wylie enjoyed the revenues of two estates conferred upon him by the Emperor and amassed a fortune. Being without heir he bequeathed it to the Tzar, but his Scotch relations succeeded, after some litigation, in recovering a considerable sum which had been invested in England. To do his Royal master justice, he did not keep Wylie's money, but used it to found a military hospital, which is said to have cost £100,000, and which was opened in 1873. It was called "The Michael Clinical Hospital of Baronet Wylie," and occupied three sides of a square, in the centre of which was a lifesize statute of Sir James. It stood, and, so far as I know, still stands in the city now known as Leningrad.
